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WATER STEWARDSHIP AND NORTH AMERICA’S FOOD AND BEVERAGE COMPANIES: 
A CASE STUDY IN CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY 
    
Abstract 
The aim of this paper is to provide an exploratory review of the extent to which the leading 
North American food and beverage companies are publicly addressing water stewardship as 
part of their corporate sustainability strategies. The paper begins with an introductory 
outline of the growing importance of water stewardship and a brief discussion of corporate 
sustainability. The paper draws its empirical material from the most recent information on 
ǁateƌ steǁaƌdship posted oŶ Noƌth AŵeƌiĐa͛s top tǁeŶtǇ food aŶd ďeǀeƌage ĐoŵpaŶies͛ 
corporate web sites. The findings reveal that the vast majority of the selected companies 
address a number of elements concerning water stewardship as part of their more general 
approach to corporate sustainability. However corporate commitments to water 
stewardship can be interpreted as being driven as much by business imperatives as by any 
specific concerns for environmental sustainability or a genuine desire to maintain the 
viability and integrity of natural ecosystems. More critically the authors suggest that the 
seleĐted ĐoŵpaŶies͛ ĐoŵŵitŵeŶts to ǁateƌ steǁaƌdship aƌe fƌaŵed ǁithiŶ eǆistiŶg ďusiŶess 
models focused on technological improvements in eco-efficiency and continuing economic 
growth. The paper provides an accessible review of the water stewardship issues being 
pursued by Noƌth AŵeƌiĐa͛s food aŶd ďeǀeƌage industry and as such it will interest 
academics, students, political commentators and business managers interested in water 
stewardship and corporate sustainability. 
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Introduction 
The natural resources on which business corporations rely are becoming ever more 
difficult and costly to access. In reviewing the ͚ďusiŶess eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ in a ͚ŵoƌe Đoŵpleǆ aŶd 
fast-ŵoǀiŶg ǁoƌld͛ KPMG (2012, p. 10) argue that ͚shoƌtages of a Ŷuŵďeƌ of keǇ ƌesouƌĐes 
aƌe ďeĐoŵiŶg appaƌeŶt͛ and suggest that ͚ĐoŵpaŶies iŶ all seĐtoƌs Ŷeed to pƌepaƌe 
themselves for a world where raw materials may be in short supply and subject to price 
ǀolatilitǇ iŶĐludiŶg laƌge pƌiĐes aŶd iŶĐƌeased disƌuptioŶ to supplies.͛ At the same time KPMG 
2012, p. iii) suggest that ͚ĐoŶsuŵeƌ aŶd iŶǀestoƌ ǀalues aƌe ĐhaŶgiŶg͛ and that ͚as theǇ 
change more corporations are recognising that there is profit and opportunity in a broader 
seŶse of ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ ďeǇoŶd the Ŷeǆt Ƌuaƌteƌ͛s ƌesults͛ and that ͚the ďold, ǀisioŶaƌǇ aŶd 
innovative recognise that what is good for people and the planet will also be good for the 
loŶg teƌŵ ďottoŵ liŶe aŶd shaƌeholdeƌ ǀalue.͛ In response to the dynamic and potentially 
unpredictable changes in the availability of natural resources and changing consumer and 
investor values sustainability is becoming an increasingly important issue for many 
companies.  
In identifying ͚siǆ gƌoǁiŶg tƌeŶds iŶ Đoƌpoƌate sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ (Ernst and Young and 
GreenBiz 2013, p.1) argue that the growing awareness that ͚Đoƌpoƌate sustainability and 
aĐĐess to Ŷatuƌal ƌesouƌĐes aƌe iŶeǆtƌiĐaďlǇ liŶked.͛ More specifically In identifying the ͚top 
sustaiŶaďle ďusiŶess tƌeŶds of ϮϬϭ4͛ Makower (2014, p.13) suggests that ͚ĐoŵpaŶies, 
communities and countries are coming to recognize that water is increasingly being paired 
with the words Đƌisis oƌ ƌisk͛. In identifying ͚ǁateƌ sĐaƌĐitǇ͛ as oŶe of ͚teŶ gloďal sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
ŵegafoƌĐes͛ that it ͚ďelieǀes ǁill iŵpaĐt eǀeƌǇ ďusiŶess oǀeƌ the Ŷeǆt tǁo deĐades͛ KPMG 
(2012), for example, claims businesses may well be vulnerable to water shortages, declines 
iŶ ǁateƌ ƋualitǇ, ǁateƌ pƌiĐe ǀolatilitǇ aŶd to ƌeputatioŶal ĐhalleŶges͛ and that growth could 
be compromised and conflicts over water supplies may create a security risk to business 
opeƌatioŶs.͛ More specifically Lambooy (2011, p.856) suggests that ͚ǁateƌ stƌess is 
iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ ǀieǁed as a poteŶtial ĐoŶstƌaiŶt oŶ eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth͛ and argues that ͚it ĐaŶ ďe 
ĐoŶsideƌed paƌt of C“‘ to adopt poliĐies oŶ sustaiŶaďle ǁateƌ use.͛ 
               Water is a major element within the food and beverage iŶdustƌǇ͛s supplǇ ĐhaiŶ 
though there are variations in the ways it is used across this sector. Within the agricultural 
sector it is an essential raw material for plant growth, in animal production and for 
irrigation. It is a primary, and often the major, ingredient for many products and within the 
food processing and manufacturing industries it is used in cleaning, boiling, cooling, 
pasteurisation, fermentation, dilution, retrieval, blanching, brining, to trigger germination 
and for the conditioning and transport of raw material. At the same time water quality is a 
major consideration within the food and beverage industry and many food and beverage 
companies also increasingly need to address a wide range of waste water treatment issues.  
In acknowledging that water is ͚a ǀital ƌesouƌĐe͛ for the food and beverage industry the 
Institute for Grocery Distribution (IGD) argued that ͚the ĐoŵďiŶatioŶ of liŵited aǀailaďilitǇ 
and high demand, including the expected impacts of climate change, means food companies 
are subject to increasing water-ƌelated ƌisks͛ and more pointedly has asked if ͚ǁateƌ sĐaƌĐitǇ͛ 
is ͚the ďiggest thƌeat to gloďal food seĐuƌitǇ͛ (IGD 2012). With this in mind this paper offers 
an exploratory review of the extent to which the food and beverage industry in North 
America is publicly reporting on water stewardship as part of its general commitment to 
corporate sustainability. The paper provides brief introductions to corporate sustainability 
and water stewardship, a description of the framework for the review and the method of 
enquiry, an exploration of the various water stewardship issues reported by the top twenty 
foods and beverage processors in North America and offers some wider reflections on water 
stewardship within the food and beverage industry. The paper is based on secondary source 
material namely the corporate web sites of the top twenty North American food and 
beverage companies.  
Corporate Sustainability and Water Stewardship 
The concept of sustainability can be traced back as far as the thirteenth century but 
in more recent times it re-appeaƌed iŶ the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal liteƌatuƌe iŶ the ϭϵϳϬ͛s ;Kaŵaƌa 
et. al. 2006) and since then it has attracted increasingly widespread attention. Diesendorf 
(2000) has argued that ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ can be seen as ͚the goal oƌ eŶdpoiŶt of a pƌoĐess 
Đalled sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt.͛ The most widely used definition of sustainable 
deǀelopŵeŶt is ͚development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of futuƌe geŶeƌatioŶs to ŵeet theiƌ oǁŶ Ŷeeds͛ (World Commission on Environment 
and Development 1987) which Diesendorf (2000) suggests ͚eŵphasises the loŶg teƌŵ aspeĐt 
of the concept of sustainability and introduces the ethical principle of achieving equity 
ďetǁeeŶ pƌeseŶt aŶd futuƌe geŶeƌatioŶs.͛ However defining this concept is not 
straightforward and a number of contrasting and contested meanings can be identified. 
More specifically, there are sets of definitions that recognize that all human beings live on 
one planet with finite quantities of natural resources and fragile ecosystems on which all 
human life ultimately depends.  
 
The teƌŵ ͚Đoƌpoƌate sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ is Ŷoǁ iŶ ǁidespƌead use ǁithiŶ the ďusiŶess 
world. However Polentz (2011, webpage) claims ͚ask ten different experts to define 
corporate sustainability you are likely to receive ten different aŶsǁeƌs͛ aŶd suggests that 
͚paƌt of the pƌoďleŵ iŶ defiŶiŶg suĐh aŶ aŵoƌphous teƌŵ aƌises fƌoŵ its ĐoŶtiŶuiŶg eǀolutioŶ 
along with the ever-increasing entry of new stakeholders, an inconsistent set of state and 
fedeƌal laǁs aŶd the ĐoŶstaŶt oŶslaught of ŶeǁlǇ adopted fedeƌal aŶd state laǁs.͛ On the 
one hand there are definitions which seem to emphasise business continuity more than 
environmental and social sustainability. Dyllick and Hockerts (2002), for example, define 
corporate sustainability as ͚ŵeetiŶg the Ŷeeds of a fiƌŵ͛s diƌeĐt aŶd iŶdiƌeĐt shaƌeholdeƌs 
(such as shareholders, employees, clients, pressure groups, communities etc.), without 
compromising its aďilitǇ to ŵeet the Ŷeeds of futuƌe stakeholdeƌs as ǁell.͛ Texas Instruments 
(2014) for example, uses ͚the teƌŵ sustaiŶaďilitǇ primarily in relation to the operation of our 
business. We believe responsible, sustainable business can meet current resource needs 
ǁithout ĐoŵpƌoŵisiŶg the Ŷeeds of futuƌe geŶeƌatioŶs.͛ More specifically Texas Instruments 
(2014) states ͚ǁe ǁoƌk toǁaƌds sustaiŶaďilitǇ ďǇ ƌeduĐiŶg ǁaste aŶd iŶeffiĐieŶĐǇ iŶ 
operations including our manufacturing facilities, office buildings and distƌiďutioŶ aĐtiǀities.͛ 
 
On the other hand there are definitions that more explicitly embrace environmental 
aŶd soĐial goals aŶd look to iŶtegƌate these iŶto a ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ŵissioŶ aŶd Đoƌe ďusiŶess 
strategy. Here corporate sustainability is concerned with ͚Đompanies contributing effectively 
to a global partnership for sustainable development. It is about companies delivering wide 
societal value including support for health and human rights improvements, regional 
development and fair globalisation and respecting the environment by promoting 
technologies to reduce the emission of greenhouse gases and by implementing effective 
eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ƌisk ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛ (CSR Quest 2014). van Marrewijk and Werre (2002) argue 
that ͚Đoƌpoƌate sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌefeƌs to a ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s activities – voluntary by definition – 
deŵoŶstƌatiŶg the iŶĐlusioŶ of soĐial aŶd eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ĐoŶĐeƌŶs͛ but they suggest that 
companies develop different levels of corporate sustainability. They further argue that at 
the ͚holistiĐ͛ level in which corporate sustainability ͚is fullǇ iŶtegƌated aŶd eŵďedded iŶ 
eǀeƌǇ aspeĐt of the oƌgaŶizatioŶ͛ and its fundamental objective is the ͚suƌǀiǀal of life oŶ the 
plaŶet͛ (van Marrewijk and Werre (2002). More generally corporate sustainability has been 
defined as ͚the discipline by which companies align decision-making about the allocation of 
capital, product development, brand and sourcing with the principles of sustainable 
development, in a resource-constrained world͛ ;Gloďal AssoĐiatioŶ of Coƌpoƌate 
Sustainability Officers (2012).  
 
In examining recent trends in corporate sustainability strategy and performance 
Ernst Young and GreenBiz (2012) argued that ͚oǀeƌ the past Ϯ deĐades Đoƌpoƌate 
sustainability efforts have shifted from a risk based compliance focus where rudimentary, 
voluntary, sometimes haphazard initiatives have evol
ďusiŶess iŵpeƌatiǀe foĐused oŶ Đustoŵeƌ aŶd stakeholdeƌ ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶts.͛ Many business 
leaders have been developing sustainability plans and programmes as an integral 
component of their corporate strategies.  A number of factors appear to be important in 
helping to explain this trend. These include the need to comply with a growing volume of 
environmental and social legislation and regulation; concerns about the cost and scarcity of 
natural resources; greater public and shareholder awareness of the importance of socially 
conscious financial investments; the growing media coverage of the activities of a wide 
range of anti-corporate pressure groups; and more general changes in social attitudes and 
values within modern capitalist societies.  More specifically a growing number of companies 
are looking to publicly emphasize and demonstrate their commitment to sustainability in an 
attempt to help to differentiate themselves from their competitors and to enhance 
corporate brand reputation. The increasing rational for corporate sustainability is perhaps 
succinctly made by the United Nations Global Compact (2013) namely  ͚iŶ shoƌt the Đase foƌ 
corporate sustainability has strengthened in response to the deep interdependencies 
ďetǁeeŶ ŵaƌkets, ĐoŵŵuŶities aŶd people iŶ todaǇ͛s gloďalized ǁoƌld.͛ 
 
However it is important to recognise that a number of critics see the growing 
business interest in sustainability as little more than a thinly veiled and cynical ploy, 
populaƌlǇ desĐƌiďed as ͚gƌeeŶ ǁash͛, desigŶed  to attƌaĐt soĐiallǇ aŶd eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtallǇ 
conscious consumers while sweeping pressing environmental and social concerns under the 
carpet.  So seen, the moves towards sustainable marketing might be characterised by what 
Hamilton (2009) describes as ͚shiftiŶg ĐoŶsĐiousŶess͛s͛ towards ͚ǁhat is ďest desĐƌiďed as 
green consumerism.͛ This he sees as ͚aŶ appƌoaĐh that thƌeateŶs to eŶtƌeŶĐh the ǀeƌǇ 
attitudes and behaviours that are antithetiĐal to sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ and argues that ͚gƌeeŶ 
consumerism has failed to induce significant inroads into the unsustainable nature of 
ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ aŶd pƌoduĐtioŶ.͛ Perhaps more radically Kahn (2010) argues that ͚gƌeeŶ 
ĐoŶsuŵeƌisŵ͛ is ͚aŶ oppoƌtuŶitǇ for corporations to turn the very crisis that they generate 
through their accumulation of capital via the exploitation of nature into myriad streams of 
eŵeƌgeŶt pƌofit aŶd iŶǀestŵeŶt ƌeǀeŶue.͛  
 
Water stewardship is concerned with the responsible management and future 
planning of water resources and it is rooted in the belief that all water users have a role to 
plaǇ iŶ the sustaiŶaďle ŵaŶageŵeŶt of the eaƌth͛s fƌeshǁateƌ ƌesouƌĐes. That said theƌe 
seems to be no agreed definition of water stewardship, (and in part it is a contested 
concept,) but it is now in increasingly common usage to describe corporate engagement 
with water use. The Alliance of Water Stewardship (2013) defines water stewardship as ͚the 
use of water that is socially equitable, environmentally sustainable and economically 
beneficial, achieved through stakeholder-inclusive process that involves site and catchment 
ďased aĐtiǀities.͛ More specifically the World Wildlife Fund (2013) has defined ͚ǁateƌ 
steǁaƌdship foƌ ďusiŶess͛  as ͚a pƌogƌessioŶ of increased improvements of water use and a 
ƌeduĐtioŶ iŶ the ǁateƌ ƌelated iŵpaĐts of iŶteƌŶal aŶd ǀalue ĐhaiŶ opeƌatioŶs.͛ In outlining 
water stewardship as an increasingly important concept for businesses CDP (2013) argued 
that ͚ĐoŵpaŶies ǁith ƌoďust ǁater stewardship strategies are typically characterised by 
having a comprehensive knowledge of water use across their value chain and the impact 
(current and projected) that water related issues have on their business and vice versa. More 
importantly, they have appropriate plans and procedures in place to mitigate risks that give 
adeƋuate ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ to pƌioƌities of the loĐal ǁateƌshed iŶ ǁhiĐh theǇ opeƌate.͛ More 
generally Hepworth and Orr (2013) make a clear distinction between integrated water 
resource management and water stewardship. The former being ͚aĐtioŶs ďǇ aŶ authoƌitǇ 
mandated by the state (within which ownership of the resource is vested by law) to manage 
ǁateƌ ƌesouƌĐes oŶ ďehalf of all ǁateƌ useƌs͛ whereas  water stewardship is about ͚pƌiǀate 
actors increasingly involving themselves in the management of the common pool-public 
good ƌegaƌdiŶg ǁateƌ͛ (Hepworth and Orr 2013, p.222).  
Frame of Reference and Method of Enquiry 
 In an attempt to obtain a preliminary picture of the extent to which food and 
beverage industry is publicly addressing water stewardship as part of their corporate 
sustainability reporting, the top twenty food and beverage companies in North America in 
2013, as ranked by Food Processing (2014) were selected for study (See Table 1). The 
companies vary considerably in the nature and diversity of their business operations and in 
their geographical reach and many are household names. PepsiCo, for example, is a leading 
global food and beverage company with operations in over 200 countries, a net revenue of 
65 billion US $ in 2012 and a product portfolio that includes Pepsi-Cola, Seven Up, Aquafina, 
Tropicana, Quaker Oats, Doritos and Fritos. Tyson Foods produces a variety of chicken pork 
and beef products and processed foods, it employs some 115,000 people at a large number 
of production facilities, feed mills, tanneries and hatcheries in the US and overseas and 
works with over 6,000 independent chicken farmers and supplies customers throughout the 
US and in over 130 countries. MillerCoors are the second largest beer company in the US 
aĐĐouŶtiŶg foƌ alŵost ϯϬ% of the ĐouŶtƌǇ͛s ďeeƌ sales, it opeƌates eight ŵajoƌ ďƌeǁeƌies 
within the US and its portfolio include the premium light brands Coors Light and Millers Lite 
as well as Coors Banquet, Miller Genuine Draft and Miller High Life. Hershey is the largest 
producer of quality chocolate in the US and it markets and sells a range of chocolate and 
sugar confectionery in some 70 countries.  Overall the selected companies might be seen to 
reflect cutting edge approaches to water stewardship within the food and beverage industry 
and to be keen to publicise their water stewardship commitments and achievements to a 
wide audience. As such the selected companies provide a simple but suitable framework to 
explore how large companies are addressing water issues as part of the corporate 
sustainability strategies and they might be expected to reflect cutting edge thinking and 
practice.  
During the past two decades ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌtiŶg has eǀolǀed fƌom a marginal 
pƌaĐtiĐe to a ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ ŵaŶageŵeŶt aŶd ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶs tool͛ (Global Reporting 
Initiative 2007). Companies use a wide variety of platforms to communicate and report on 
environmental commitments and programmes and the European Commission Directorate-
General for Enterprise  lists a number of methods that businesses currently utilise including 
͚product labels, packaging, press/media relations, newsletters, issue related events, reports, 
posters, flyers, leaflets, brochures, websites, advertisements , information packs and word-of 
ŵouth͛ (European Commission Directorate-General for Enterprise  undated). During recent 
years ͚the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of oŶliŶe ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶs as paƌt of aŶ iŶtegƌated C“‘ 
ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶs stƌategǇ has gƌoǁŶ sigŶifiĐaŶtlǇ͛ (CSR Europe 2009) and sustainability 
reporting ͚is Ŷoǁ uŶdeŶiaďlǇ a ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ ďusiŶess pƌaĐtiĐe ǁoƌldǁide͛ (KPMG 2013). With 
this in mind the authors undertook an Internet search for material on water stewardship on 
eaĐh of the seleĐted ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s corporate web sites (See Table 1) in April 2014 using the key 
ǁoƌds ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌt͛ aŶd Google as the search engine. 
The precise patterns of search and subsequent navigation varied from one company 
to another but the information revealed by this search procedure provided the empirical 
material for this paper. The specific examples and selected quotations from the selected 
corporate websites within this paper are used primarily for illustrative purposes and there is 
no attempt to provide a systematic analysis and comparative evaluation of the ways 
companies are addressing water stewardship. Rather the focus is on conducting an 
exploratory examination of how water stewardship is currently being addressed, 
conceptualised, operationalized and packaged for public consumption within the North 
American food and beverage industry. That said the authors recognise that this approach 
has its liŵitatioŶs iŶ that theƌe aƌe issues iŶ the eǆteŶt to ǁhiĐh a ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s puďliĐ 
statements realistically, and in detail, reflect strategic corporate thinking on water 
stewardship and whether or not such pronouncements are little more than thoughtfully 
constructed public relations exercises. However given the need to drive forward exploratory 
research in this increasingly important area for businesses and to begin to understand the 
extent to which major companies are addressing water stewardship as part of their 
sustainability strategies the authors believe that the Internet based approach adopted in 
this paper offers an appropriate entry point for analysis and a readily accessible pool of data 
to underpin the current study. In discussing the reliability and validity of information 
obtained from the Internet, Saunders et.al. (2009) emphasise the importance of the 
authority and reputation of the source and the citing of a contact individual who can be 
approached for additional information. In surveying the selected companies the authors 
were satisfied that these two conditions were met.   
Findings 
 The Internet search revealed that 16 of the selected companies, namely  PepsiCo, 
Tyson Foods, Nestle, Anheuser Busch, General Mills, Smithfield Foods, Mars, Coca-Cola, 
CoŶagƌa Foods, Kellogg͛s, Caƌgill, MilleƌCooƌs, Pilgƌiŵ͛s Pƌide, UŶileǀeƌ, MeŶdelez aŶd 
Hershey posted sustainability reports which included material on water stewardship. Three 
companies, namely JBS, Dean Foods and Hormel provided varied but more limited 
information on their approach to sustainability and water stewardship and there was no 
information on water stewardship posted on Kraft Food͛s Đoƌpoƌate ǁeďsite. WithiŶ the 
sustainability reports and information there was considerable variation in both the nature 
and the volume of the information provided but a range of water stewardship issues were 
addressed, albeit in different measure and under different headings, including water 
stewardship strategy; water footprinting; efficiency and reduction in water use; water 
conservation and recycling; employee engagement; water risks; water resource 
management; water in the supply chain; and community engagement. While a minority of 
companies look to publicly report on a wide range of issues, the majority offer a narrower 
focus on what they perceive to be the major issues.   
A small number of companies explicitly stress both the strategic importance of water 
to their business and their corporate commitment to water stewardship. Nestle, for 
example, claims ͚a loŶg histoƌǇ of leadeƌship oŶ ǁateƌ steǁaƌdship ďeĐause it is ĐƌitiĐal to 
the futuƌe suĐĐess of ouƌ ďusiŶess aŶd ouƌ ǀalue ĐhaiŶ.͛ More specifically the company 
ƌepoƌts the lauŶĐh of the ͚Nestle CoŵŵitŵeŶt oŶ Wateƌ “teǁaƌdship͛ in 2013 which 
embraces five key commitments namely to ͚ǁoƌk to aĐhieǀe ǁateƌ effiĐieŶĐǇ͛; ͚adǀoĐate foƌ 
effeĐtiǀe ǁateƌ poliĐies aŶd steǁaƌdship͛; ͚treat the water we dischaƌge effeĐtiǀelǇ͛; ͚eŶgage 
ǁith supplieƌs espeĐiallǇ those iŶ agƌiĐultuƌe͛ and to ͚ƌaise aǁaƌeŶess of ǁateƌ aĐĐess aŶd 
ĐoŶseƌǀatioŶ.͛ More generally Smithfield Foods claims that ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ has peƌŵeated ouƌ 
entire company and that it is important to all ouƌ stakeholdeƌs iŶĐludiŶg ouƌ iŶǀestoƌs.͛ 
Anheuser Busch report that ͚high ƋualitǇ ǁateƌ is ĐƌitiĐal to ouƌ pƌoduĐts aŶd ĐeŶtƌal to 
ŵaŶǇ of the pƌoĐesses ǁe use to pƌoduĐe theŵ͛ and Coca Cola emphasises its corporate 
commitment to water stewardship thus ͚IŶside eǀeƌǇ ďottle of CoĐa-Cola is the story of a 
company that understands the priceless value of water, respects it as the most precious of 
shaƌed gloďal ƌesouƌĐes aŶd ǁoƌks ǀigoƌouslǇ to ĐoŶseƌǀe ǁateƌ ǁoƌldǁide.͛  
In some of the selected companies, water footprinting is seen as an important 
eleŵeŶt iŶ uŶdeƌpiŶŶiŶg aŶd iŶfoƌŵiŶg ǁateƌ steǁaƌdship stƌategǇ. A ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ǁateƌ 
footpƌiŶt is siŵplǇ defiŶed as the total ǀoluŵe of fƌeshǁateƌ used to pƌoduĐe a ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s 
goods and services. Unilever, for example, reports on conducting ͚detailed ŵeasuƌeŵeŶt 
aŶd aŶalǇsis of ouƌ ǁateƌ footpƌiŶt to iŶfoƌŵ ouƌ stƌategǇ.͛ This analysis revealed that some 
of the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s pƌoduĐt Đategoƌies aƌe ŵoƌe ǁateƌ iŶteŶsiǀe thaŶ otheƌs aŶd poteŶtiallǇ 
yield the major opportunities, for example, for water reduction. More specifically in 2012, 
for example, Unilever calculated the water use used to produce a range of agricultural 
products and identified tomatoes and sugar as its key crops and a number of specific 
locations where water reduction programmes could have the greatest impact.  
 Programmes and Initiatives to reduce the volume, and to improve the efficiency, of 
water consumption against set targets are reported by the majority of the selected 
companies. Dean Foods stresses that ͚uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg hoǁ ǁe use ǁateƌ is at the heart of our 
water conservation efforts, which include both reducing water usage and finding ways to 
ƌetuƌŶ ĐleaŶ ǁateƌ to eĐosǇsteŵs.͛ More specifically the company reports its employment of 
water audits to identify, measure and record water use and to identify best practice for 
asset protection and improved efficiency. The company further reports that this auditing 
process has led to the identification of over 250 individual water efficiency projects across 
its operations and looking to the future the goal is to achieve a 35% reduction in the 
intensity of water use  (namely the volume of water per unit of production) by 2020. Hormel 
provides a number of specific examples to illustrate its attempts to reduce water 
consumption including the introduction of new spray nozzles in its smokehouse ovens at 
Austin, Minnesota which reduce water usage by almost 50% and the installation of a new 
blanching at Dubuque, Iowa which reduced annual water usage by almost 6 million gallons. 
Kellogg͛s ƌepoƌt a ƌaŶge of ǁateƌ saǀiŶg iŶitiatiǀes iŶĐludiŶg the iŶstallatioŶ of a 
reverse osmosis system at its manufacturing plant in Manchester UK in 2013 and the 
replacement of manual washing by an automated washing process at the company͛s Đeƌeal 
plant at Charmhaven in Australia which reduced water usage by 90%.  By way of a further 
illustration of its water reduction initiatives the Kellogg corporate Social Responsibility 
Report also included a mini case study of its Georgia factory in Rome, Italy. The company 
reports that this production facility employs some 50 hoses and nozzles to clean the sticky 
conveyor belts with high pressure streams of water which, when in operation, each uses 
some 45 litres of water per minute. The company reports that it has introduced and 
installed a new more efficient conveyor belt washing system which has reduced the water 
used peƌ hose to less thaŶ ϭϰ litƌes peƌ ŵiŶute. Oǀeƌall Kellogg͛ ƌepoƌts that the ĐhaŶges 
outlined above along with improvements to heating and sanitation systems within the 
factory have led to it to reduce its water use per tonne of food produced by 69% during 
2012.  
Commentaries on reductions in water use are also often linked to wastewater 
treatment and recycling. Coca-Cola, for example, claim that ͚iŶ additioŶ to iŵpƌoǀiŶg ouƌ 
water efficiency, we are also reducing our impact on water systems and contributing to 
improved water quality by appropriately treating wastewater and returning it to the 
eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt.͛ The Coca-Cola reports that all its company owned production plants 
worldwide are compliant with local wastewater treatment legal requirements and standards 
though it recognises the challenges involved in attempting to ensure that independent 
bottling plants in some 200 countries are  similarly compliant. Tyson Foods stresses its 
commitment ͚to pƌoteĐtiŶg the ǁateƌ ďodies that ǁe disĐhaƌge to͛ and the company reports 
on operating some 34 full treatment and another 43 pre-treatment wastewater facilities in 
North America and that its long term aim ͚is to eliŵiŶate NotiĐes of ǀiolatioŶ aŶd peƌŵit 
eǆĐeedaŶĐes ƌelated to the opeƌatioŶ of these faĐilities.͛ More specifically it reports reducing 
the former by 86% and the latter by 48% during the period 2010-2012. 
The role of employee engagement in water stewardship is emphasised by some of 
the selected companies. MillerCoors, for example, stresses that ͚ouƌ eŵploǇees dƌoǀe gƌeat 
pƌogƌess iŶ ƌeduĐiŶg ouƌ ǁateƌ usage iŶ ϮϬϭϮ͛ and the company reports that monitoring 
brewery performance in real time at frequent intervals during each work shift not only 
enables brewery managers to directly engage employees to be constantly alert to water 
usage but also helped to identify changes to improve the efficiency of water use.  In a 
similar vein Nestle suggest that ͚ďǇ ĐoŶtiŶuiŶg to eŶgage ouƌ people ǁith the ŶatioŶal aŶd 
local water stewardship agenda, they can see the issues first hand and prioritise 
opportunities for shared value with our suppliers, partners and stakeholders. Nestle also 
reports on its investment in its training and education programme for employees, which   
͚eŶaďles theŵ to ŵake ďetteƌ iŶfoƌŵed deĐisioŶs that lead to effeĐtiǀe ǁateƌ steǁaƌdship͛ 
and which ͚fosteƌs a sǇsteŵatiĐ, eŵploǇees-iŶǀolǀed, ĐoŶtiŶuous iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt Đultuƌe.͛ A 
mini case studǇ of iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶts iŶ ǁateƌ effiĐieŶĐǇ at Nestlé͛s ĐoŶfeĐtioŶaƌǇ faĐtoƌǇ at La 
Penilla in Spain concludes ͛the pƌojeĐt has also iŵpƌoǀed aǁaƌeŶess of ǁateƌ steǁaƌdship 
aŵoŶg ouƌ eŵploǇees, ĐƌeatiŶg positiǀe ďehaǀiouƌal ĐhaŶge foƌ the loŶg teƌŵ.͛ 
The issues of physical and regulatory risk and water conservation measures designed 
to mitigate such risks are explicitly addressed by some of the selected companies. Physical 
risk concerns the availability and quality of water while regulatory risk is bound up with 
what is often increasing strict government legislation and regulations on water allocation 
and pricing, wastewater treatment and the issue of operating licenses. ConAgra Foods, for 
example, explicitly recognises that managing physical water risk is critical to its continuing 
business success and that the nature of such risks can change dramatically over a short 
space of time. By way of an illustration of such changes ConAgra reports that during 2012 
the company managed the risks associated with the major flooding of the Missouri and 
Mississippi Rivers in the central US when the flood waters were very close to its production 
facilities and affected the everyday lives of many of its employees. The following year the 
same area of the country faced a major drought which seriously damaged crop yields. Many 
of the leading food and beverage companies report on their regulatory compliance 
including, for example, action to ensure that extraction licenses are in place and that waste 
water discharges meet, and in some cases, exceeds standards set by locally applicable 
legislation.   
In its sustainability report Smithfield Foods provided a mini case study on a major 
pƌogƌaŵŵe to help ĐoŶseƌǀe aƋuifeƌs iŶ Noƌth CaƌoliŶa. Heƌe the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s slaughteƌhouse 
at Tar Heel, which opened in 1997, initially withdrew 2 million gallons of water each day 
from two local aquifers and while the area offers abundant water resources there is ͚a 
significant shortage of high-ƋualitǇ fƌesh ǁateƌ.͛  In 1997 Smithfield Foods installed a ͚ǁater 
ƌesĐue sǇsteŵ͛ designed to recycle over 1 million gallons of water per day which in turn 
allowed the company to increase production while reducing not only  its water demands  
but also the volume of treated water being discharged into the local river system. JBS 
provided some brief illustrative pen pictures of its water conservation projects. The 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ǁhollǇ oǁŶed Fiǀe ‘iǀeƌs feediŶg suďsidiaƌǇ, foƌ eǆaŵple, ƌeĐǇĐles aŶd ƌeuses 
water in an attempt to extend ͚the life of uŶdeƌgƌouŶd aƋuifeƌs aŶd suƌfaĐe ǁateƌ ƌesouƌĐes͛ 
while the company reports that its beef processing division is ͚saǀiŶg oǀeƌ ϭϬ ŵillioŶ galloŶs 
peƌ ǁeek  of ǁateƌ.͛ 
Coca-Cola reports requiring each of its 860 bottling plants to conduct local water 
source vulnerability assessments. The company also reports requiring a water source 
sustainability assessment as an integral part of the due diligence process when acquiring 
new land for a new factory or purchase a business with existing manufacturing plants. Such 
assessments embrace the social, environmental and political risks to the water resources 
which will supply the production facilities and the local communities. They include a 
description of the water resources available to the plan for both water supply and waste 
treatment; a review of available water quality; an inventory of the local relevant water 
resource management agencies and their policy regulation and planning priorities; and an 
evaluation of how water use could limit both the availability and quality of water for local 
communities. These assessments provide the framework for bottling plants to develop and 
implement action plans for risk mitigation at the watershed level. Nestle reports its use of 
the ͚Nestle CoŵďiŶed Wateƌ “tƌess IŶdeǆ͛ to assess water stress at given locations. This 
index helps the company to determine the risks associated with reduced water quantity or 
quality as well as that from possible competition from other local users.  
Looking beyond their own operations, some of the selected companies address 
water in the supply chain and the issue of community engagement. Nestle, for example, 
argues that ͚the gƌeatest ĐhalleŶge to ƌeduĐe ouƌ ǁateƌ ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ lies iŶ addƌessiŶg the 
impacts beyond our factories- iŶ ouƌ Đoŵpleǆ supplǇ ĐhaiŶs.͛ The scale of this challenge is 
enormous not only in that Nestle work directly with some 690,000 farmers but also in that 
the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ͚spheƌe of iŶflueŶĐe touĐhes ŵillioŶs ŵoƌe thƌough the Đoŵŵodities ǁe 
puƌĐhase.͛ At the same time Nestle explicitly recognises that engaging with its diverse and 
geographically widespread supply chain is critical if the company is to meet its own water 
security and water stewardship goals. The ͚“ustaiŶaďle AgƌiĐultuƌe IŶitiatiǀe at Nestle͛ is a 
global programme designed to support farmers and to address some of the major 
challenges in water management and irrigation including farmer and crop resilience to 
drought and flooding and wastewater and organic waste treatment. Kellogg reports on its 
work with grain breeders and growers to improve water management and irrigation 
pƌaĐtiĐes aŶd to iŶtƌoduĐe ŵoƌe dƌaught toleƌaŶt Đƌop ǀaƌieties ǁhile CoŶAgƌa͛s sustaiŶaďle 
agriculture programme focuses upon reducing water use for crops where the company has a 
direct relationship with growers.   
There are a number of strands to the theme of community engagement which 
operates at a variety of scales. Locally and as part of its more general sustainability 
commitments to ͚People aŶd CoŵŵuŶities͛ MillerCoors reports on working with not for 
profit organisations and local volunteers to improve and preserve water resources in over 
twenty local communities where the company has production facilities. The company also 
reports on being a primary sponsor of the ͚Wateƌ As A Cƌop͛ pilot project designed to 
implement conservation practices on privately owned land along the Trinity River in Texas. 
Here in an attempt to encourage voluntary conservation, farmers and ranchers receive 
financial reimbursement for watershed projects that manage water runoff, reduce soil 
erosion, improve water quality and enhance the economic viability of farms and MillerCoors 
reports that by the end of 2012 some 39 landowners had signed agreements to improve 
over 16,000 acres of land.  
On  a much wider scale Coca-Cola reports on its support for the United Nations 
Development Programme and more specifically on the ͚EǀeƌǇ Dƌop Matteƌs͛ programme 
which has undertaken up to 100 projects embracing watershed restoration, sustainable 
agriculture initiatives and capacity building among government water managers in over 20 
countries mainly in the former Soviet Union. More generally Coca-Cola also reports on its 
initiatives in addressing the ͚ǁateƌ-energy-food Ŷeǆus͛ and in working towards the 
ambitious and challenging task of seeking to ͚eŶsuƌe ǁateƌ, eŶeƌgǇ aŶd food security for 
eǀeƌǇoŶe.͛ Here some projects are increasing the ability of watersheds to absorb some of 
the threats associated with increasingly severe weather events while others are attempting 
to build resilience in response to ever increasing demands for water, energy and food. More 
generally Nestle reports on its approach to ͚puďliĐ poliĐǇ eŶgageŵeŶt.͛ While the company 
believes that ͚goǀeƌŶŵeŶts ŵust take the lead to estaďlish ǁateƌ poliĐies that giǀe people 
universal access to clean and safe water, within which Nestle and other water users can 
opeƌate͛  it asserts it willingness to ͚assist iŶ this pƌoĐess, ďǇ adǀoĐatiŶg foƌ effeĐtiǀe ǁateƌ 
poliĐies aŶd ǁateƌ steǁaƌdship.͛ 
Discussion 
 The fiŶdiŶgs suggest that the ǀast ŵajoƌitǇ of Noƌth AŵeƌiĐa͛s leading food and 
beverage companies address water stewardship as part of their more general approach to 
corporate sustainability. Many of the selected companies also report on future plans to 
increase their drives for further water efficiency and to develop and/or enhance some of the 
existing initiatives on water stewardship. As such the findings would seem to support 
Makoǁeƌ͛s ;ϮϬϭϰͿ positioŶ that ĐoŶĐeƌŶs aďout ǁateƌ aƌe ďeĐoŵiŶg aŶ iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ 
important element in corporate sustainability strategies. At the same time the findings 
reveal considerable variation in the information the leading North American food and 
beverage companies publicly provide on their approach to water stewardship. In part this 
would seem to reflect a number of factors including the importance the selected companies 
attach to water stewardship, their strategic corporate commitment to water stewardship, 
the resources they are prepared to commit to corporate sustainability reporting and the 
extent to which they want or feel it necessary to commit to the public disclosure of their 
water stewardship strategies, targets and achievements. While ŵaŶǇ of Noƌth AŵeƌiĐa͛s 
food and beverage companies are, in reality, at the beginning of their water stewardship 
journey, a number of issues merit general discussion and reflection. 
 
Firstly there is a set of issues concerning the ways in which the top twenty North 
American food and beverage companies report on their approach to water stewardship.  
Generally the accent on providing a simple narrative of water stewardship initiatives and 
programmes, sometimes illustrated with basic descriptive statistics and mini case studies 
with pictures and simple diagrams being widely used to illustrate broad themes. Currently 
there are no clear, agreed or definitive international standards for water stewardship 
disclosure though some of the selected companies do utilise water specific voluntary 
reporting frameworks including the CDP (formerly the Carbon Disclosure Project) Water 
Disclosure key indicators and the United NatioŶ͛s CEO Wateƌ MaŶdate ƌepoƌtiŶg teŵplate. 
More generally while some of the selected companies, iŶĐludiŶg HeƌsheǇ͛s, PepsiCo aŶd 
MillerCoors, claim their corporate sustainability reports reflect  and/or comply with the 
Global Reporting Initiative guidelines others provide information on water stewardship in 
their own idiosyncratic house style. Overall the lack of common and agreed frameworks and 
standards and the use of simple case studies makes it difficult not only to make any 
meaningful comparison between one company and another but also to assess the 
contribution that these companies are making towards the water stewardship at regional, 
national and international levels.  
 
 At the same time there is little evidence of independent external assurance of the 
information on water stewardship posted on their corporate websites by the selected food 
and beverage companies. Unilever, for example, employed external auditors to undertake 
limited assurance of a number of the performance measures included in their sustainability 
report but water stewardship was not explicitly covered in either of these assurance 
exercises. The widespread lack of independent external assurance can be seen to 
undermine the transparency, reliability and integrity of the sustainability information posted 
by the selected companies. That said it is important to remember that many of these 
companies are large, complex and dynamic organisations. Capturing and storing 
comprehensive information and data across a diverse range of business activities 
throughout the supply chain in a variety of geographical locations and then providing access 
to allow external assurance is a challenging and a potentially costly venture and one which 
many of the selected currently choose not to publicly pursue. In part this would seem to 
reflect the more general reflection at ͚supplǇ ĐhaiŶs aƌea ƌoadďloĐk to iŵpƌoǀed 
performance ͚(United Nations Global Compact 2013) in improving corporate sustainability. 
 Secondly while there are variations in the ways in which Noƌth AŵeƌiĐa͛s leadiŶg 
food and beverage companies have implicitly defined water stewardship, collectively their 
approach can be interpreted as being built around business efficiency and business 
continuity. The dominant concern, for example, is to reduce the volume, and improve the 
efficiency, of water consumption which not only helps to safeguard current and future 
operations but also to reduce costs. As such even though the water stewardship initiatives 
aŶd pƌogƌaŵŵes ǁithiŶ the seleĐted ĐoŵpaŶies͛ sustainability reports can be seen to be 
driven as much by business imperatives as by commitments to sustainability. In the opening 
ŵessage to TǇsoŶ Foods sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌt, foƌ eǆaŵple, KeǀiŶ Igli, the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s Chief 
Environmental Health and Safety Officer, aƌgues ͚ouƌ foĐus oŶ ͞People, PlaŶet, Pƌofit aŶd 
PƌoduĐts͟ ŵust ďe iŶ liŶe ǁith ouƌ ďusiŶess pƌaĐtiĐes aŶd stƌategies, or the desired outcomes 
ǁill siŵplǇ Ŷot ďe aĐhieǀed.͛ More specifically Smithfield Foods water conservation 
programme outlined earlier in this paper which the company reported would ͚pƌoteĐt 
existing groundwater supply, reduce drought risk and provide the infrastructure needed to 
suppoƌt futuƌe eĐoŶoŵiĐ deǀelopŵeŶt͛  also allowed Smithfield Foods to increase 
production. In a similar vein a number of Coca-Cola͛s ƌepoƌted ǁateƌshed pƌojeĐts iŶ IlliŶois 
developed in partnership with the US Department of Agriculture, for example, supply water 
to the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s plaŶts as ǁell as to otheƌ loĐal useƌs.  
  More generally such an approach would seem to be consistent with the claim by 
Deloitte (2012) that companies develop sustainability issues ͚ďased upoŶ ǁhat ŵatteƌs ŵost 
to the ďusiŶess͛ and this would, in turn, seem to privilege commercial imperative in the 
construction and development of sustainability agendas. More critically Banerjee (2008) has 
argued that ͚despite theiƌ eŵaŶĐipatoƌǇ ƌhetoƌiĐ, disĐouƌses of Đoƌpoƌate ĐitizeŶship, soĐial 
responsibility and sustainability are defined by narrow business interests and serve to curtail 
the interests of eǆteƌŶal stakeholdeƌs.͛  This, iŶ tuƌŶ, eĐhoes HoďsoŶ͛s ;ϮϬϬϲͿ aƌguŵeŶt that 
rich and powerful groups will construct sustainability agendas that do not threaten 
consumption, per se, but seek to link them ͚to foƌŵs of kŶoǁledge – science, technology and 
efficiency – that eŵďodǇ the loĐus of poǁeƌ ͛already held by large business corporations. 
 Thirdly in their pursuit of efficiencies  in water stewardship a number of North 
AŵeƌiĐa͛s leadiŶg food aŶd ďeǀeƌage ĐoŵpaŶies companies have  looked to harness 
technological innovation and to promote the diffusion of seemingly environmentally friendly 
technologies. PepsiCo, for example, reports on innovative solutions to conserving water at 
its food facility in Funza in Columbia. Here the company installed a high efficiency water 
reclamation system uses a specialized membrane bioreactor which enables the reuse of 
75% of the water entering the plant. This membrane bioreactor technology, combined with 
low-pressure reverse osmosis produces recycled water that meets the US Environment 
Protection Agency standards. More generally Nestle argues that its approach to 
sustainability involves, inter alia, ͚laƌge iŶǀestŵeŶts iŶ teĐhŶologǇ ǁith loǁeƌ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal 
iŵpaĐt.͛ However Huesemann (2003) suggests a number of reasons ͚ǁhǇ technological 
improvements in eco-efficiency alone will be insufficient to bring about a transition to 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ and potentially more divisively Vorosmarty et. al.(2010) argue that ͚ŵassiǀe 
investment in water technology enables rich nations to offset high stressor levels without 
ƌeŵedǇiŶg theiƌ uŶdeƌlǇiŶg Đauses, ǁheƌeas less ǁealthǇ ŶatioŶs ƌeŵaiŶ ǀulŶeƌaďle.͛ In 
extending this political argument Schor (2005) has suggested that not only do ͚adǀoĐates of 
technological solutions argue that more intelligent design and technological innovation can 
dƌaŵatiĐallǇ ƌeduĐe, oƌ eǀeŶ stop the depletioŶ of eĐologiĐal ƌesouƌĐes͛ but also that ͚the 
popularity of technological solutions is also attributable to the fact that they are apolitical, 
and do not challenge ŵaĐƌostƌuĐtuƌes of pƌoduĐtioŶ aŶd ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ.͛ 
 Fourthly there are issues about the nature of the relationship between corporate 
strategies and public sector policies in pursuing water stewardship and about the locus of 
power within this relationship. The UŶited NatioŶ͛s CEO Water Mandate (2014), for 
example, has argued that corporate strategies are ͚gƌouŶded iŶ the pƌeŵise that theǇ 
advance the public interest and are mutually beneficial to companies, their stakeholders and 
otheƌ aĐtoƌs iŶ the ǁateƌshed͛ and that current concerns and perceptions about the growing 
incidence of water stress ͚offeƌ a ŵuĐh gƌeateƌ iŶĐeŶtiǀe foƌ ĐoŵpaŶies to aligŶ theiƌ ǁateƌ-
ƌelated poliĐies aŶd pƌaĐtiĐes ǁith the puďliĐ iŶteƌest thaŶ iŶ the past.͛  In a similar vein 
Hepworth and Orr (2013)  suggest that ͚foƌ those ǁho stƌiǀe foƌ gƌeateƌ useƌ eŶgageŵeŶt iŶ 
managing water, the rousing of the private sector represents breakthrough; releasing 
potential to influence society and the global economy towards more sustainable means of 
pƌoduĐtioŶ aŶd ƌesouƌĐe use.͛  While Hepworth (2012) suggests that ͚as Ǉet theƌe is little 
evidence of whether corporate engagement is merely a cynical attempt by business to 
eǆteŶd ĐoŶtƌol oǀeƌ the ƌesouƌĐe͛ there are arguments that corporate water stewardship 
strategies privilege private interests over wider public interests. Hall and Lobina (2012), for 
example, argued that while a number of large corporate users of water ͚use the idea of 
water efficiency and reducing their global water footprint to claim that this is offsetting local 
iŵpaĐts͛ but that ͚these ŵeasuƌes do ŶothiŶg to ƌeduĐe the aĐtual iŵpaĐt iŶ these speĐifiĐ 
loĐatioŶs, aŶd haǀe to ďe uŶdeƌstood as puďliĐ ƌelatioŶs eǆeƌĐises.͛ Further Hepworth (2012) 
argued that ͚a pƌiŵaƌǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶ aďout Đoƌporate engagement on water from a social equity 
perspective is that multiple processes of capture will work to exclude or subdue other 
stakeholder views, resulting in policy that favours narrow vested interests to the detriment 
of the puďliĐ good.͛  More politically Hepworth and Orr (2013, p.231) argue corporate water 
stewardship emphasises ͚Đapital͛s uŶiƋue aďilitǇ to appƌopƌiate aŶd suďliŵate ĐƌitiƋues 
agaiŶst it aŶd a thƌeat to futuƌe ǁateƌ eƋuitǇ aŶd justiĐe.͛ 
Finally there are tensions between commitments to water stewardship as part of 
corporate sustainability programmes and the pursuit of continuing growth. Coca-Cola, for 
example, stresses the company is ͚fiƌŵlǇ Đoŵŵitted to adǀaŶĐiŶg ouƌ gƌoǁth tƌajeĐtoƌǇ͛ 
while Nestle claims to be committed to ͚sustaiŶaďle gƌoǁth͛ without explicitly defining the 
term. Corporate commitments to continuing growth are certainly consistent with the 
argument by Reisch et al. (2008), that while moving towards sustainability is a major policy 
agenda, ͚gƌoǁth of iŶĐoŵe aŶd ŵaterial throughput by means of industrialisation and mass 
consumerism remains the basic aim of western democracy.͛ There are also arguments that 
eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth, depeŶdeŶt oŶ the ĐoŶtiŶuiŶg depletioŶ of the eaƌth͛s fiŶite Ŷatuƌal 
resources, is incompatible with sustainability and that harnessing technology will not offer a 
long term solution. Huesemann (2003), for example, claimed that business leaders have 
promoted the concept of eco-efficiency in order ͚to eŶsuƌe that ĐoŶtiŶued eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth 
and environmental pƌoteĐtioŶ ĐaŶ go haŶd iŶ haŶd͛ but argued that ͚iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶts iŶ eĐo-
efficiency alone will not guarantee a reduction in the total environmental impact if economic 
gƌoǁth is alloǁed to ĐoŶtiŶue.͛  Looking to the future Huesemann (2003) further argued that 
unless growth in consumption is restrained ͚teĐhŶologiĐal iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶts oŶlǇ delaǇ the 
onset of negative consequences that as a result, will have increased in severity, thereby 
ƌeduĐiŶg ouƌ fƌeedoŵ to Đhoose satisfǇiŶg solutioŶs.͛ 
Conclusions 
  The findings of this exploratory study suggest that the vast majority of North 
AŵeƌiĐa͛s leadiŶg food aŶd ďeǀeƌage ĐoŵpaŶies publicly address water stewardship as part 
of their wider approach to corporate sustainability. However many of the reported water 
stewardship achievements and commitments can also can be interpreted as part of a wider 
search for operational efficiencies and cost reductions which are driven as much by business 
imperatives as by any genuine commitment to the sustainability of natural ecosystems  and  
resources. There is only limited evidence of any independent external assurance of the 
corporate sustainability reports and information the leading food and beverage companies 
provided on their water stewardship achievements and this in turn undermines the integrity 
and reliability of these reported achievements.  
 More critically, the authoƌs suggest that the seleĐted ĐoŵpaŶies͛ commitments to 
water stewardship are couched within existing capitalist business models focused on 
technological improvements in eco-efficiency and continuing economic growth. Here 
ĐoŶĐeƌŶs that ͚policy and regulatory capture that will prioritise water allocation for highest 
value economic value use over environmental and social well-being, livelihood, cultural 
values and functions, enabling the already powerful to buy out or capture the 
ƌesouƌĐe͛(Hepworth and Orr 2013, p. 231) clearly resonate. Looking to the future in the 
short to medium term the leading players in the leading food and beverage industry may be 
well advised to provide more comprehensive and verifiable commentaries on their 
approach to water stewardship achievements and on their achievements in promoting 
socially equitable and environmentally beneficial outcomes   within their corporate 
sustainability reports. More pessimistically Toffel and Schendler (2013) have argued that 
Đoƌpoƌate sustaiŶaďilitǇ is Ŷot sustaiŶaďle͛ and in the longer term, and in the wake of 
potentially dramatic and unpredictable climate changes, existing business models may be 
inherently unsustainable and while that poses major business continuity risks for the whole 
of the food and beverage industry such risks may in turn be dwarfed by greater and more 
daunting challenges facing humanity. 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   TABLE 1: WATER STEWARDSHIP 
  TOP TWENTY FOOD AND BEVERAGE COMPANIES IN NORTH AMERICA 
PepsiCo http://www.pepsico.com/ 
   Tyson Foods http://www.tyson.com/  
Nestle http://www.nestle.com/  
   JBS http://www.jbssa.com/  
   Anheuser-Busch http://www.ab-inbev.com/  
   Kraft Foods http://www.kraftfoodsgroup.com/home/index.aspx  
General Mills http://www.generalmills.com/ 
Smithfield Foods http://www.smithfieldfoods.com/  
Dean Foods http://www.deanfoods.com/  
Mars http://www.mars.com/global/index.aspx  
Coca-Cola http://www.mars.com/global/index.aspx  
ConAgra Foods http://www.mars.com/global/index.aspx  
Kellogg͛s http://www.kelloggcompany.com/en_US/home.html  
Cargill http://www.kelloggcompany.com/en_US/home.html  
Hormel Foods http://www.kelloggcompany.com/en_US/home.html  
MillerCoors http://www.kelloggcompany.com/en_US/home.html  
Pilgƌiŵ͛s Pƌide http://www.pilgrims.com/  
Unilever http://www.unilever.com/ 
    Mondelez International http://www.mondelezinternational.com/  
             Hershey http://www.mondelezinternational.com/    
 
;SouƌĐe: Adapted fƌoŵ Food PƌoĐessiŶg͛s Top 100. Food Processing  
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